Which patients with chronic hepatitis B are more likely to relapse after interferon alpha-induced hepatitis B e antigen loss in Korea?
Although hepatitis B e antigen (HBeAg) loss after interferon-alpha (IFN-alpha) therapy in patients with chronic hepatitis B is durable in whites, frequent relapse of hepatitis B virus (HBV) has been reported in endemic areas. This study was to evaluate the durability of interferon-induced HBeAg loss and find the risk factors for relapse. We retrospectively analyzed 32 patients with IFN-alpha-induced HBeAg loss. They were followed up to 50 months. Age, sex, presumed route of infection, pretreatment levels of serum alanine aminotransferase and HBV DNA, and histologic findings were evaluated as potential risk factors for relapse. The cumulative relapse rates at 1-, 2- and 3-year were 25.5%, 35.7%, and 43.5%, respectively. They were higher in the older patients (>37 years) than in the younger ones (43.5% vs. 6.7% at 1-year, 50.6% vs. 20% at 2-year, and 64.7% vs. 20% at 3-year; P = 0.017). Patients with presumed vertical HBV infection tended to have a higher relapse rate (P = 0.11). Old age and presumed vertical infection were 2 independent risk factors for relapse. Relapse after IFN-alpha-induced HBeAg loss was common in this endemic area, especially in old patients and in those with presumed vertical HBV infection. Intensive surveillance and other therapeutic modalities would be necessary for these patients.